


































































































The former residence of Jesse Binga,
at 5922 S. King Dr., is one of the few
surviving bulldings assoclated with
Binga’s life.

Nothing is so easy or so wasteful as the work of
hating-—-except hating work. And that goes for races
as well as individuals.

Binga’s achievements attracted considerable
attention in both the African-American and white press of
the time, gaining for his institution limited support from the
established banking community (as evidenced by its mem-
bership in the influential Chicago Clearing House Associa-
tion). Binga also gained considerable unwanted attention
when he purchased a home at 5922 South Park Ave.
(now King Drive). The house was bombed five separate
times in unsuccessful attempts by angry white residents to
make him leave the neighborhood.

The Binga State Bank weathered the Great De-
pression until 1930, when it was forced out of business.
The reasons for failure were complex, owing to the devas-
tating effects of the Depression and the swift depreciation
in value of the extensive real estate that constituted the
bank’s financial base. Bank examiners also revealed irreg-
uvlarities, prompting them to state that the bank had been
operated in an "illegal, fraudulent, and unsafe manner.”
As a result, Binga was amrested and convicted for embez-
zlement; he began serving his a 10-year sentence in
1935.

Despite his mismanagement of the bank, consid-
erable support was generated to obtain his official pardon
in recognition of his important contributions to the African-
American community. Supporters, including famed trial
lawyer Clarence Darrow and even some of Binga’s former
enemies, banded together to circulate petitions for his
release. In 1938, their efforts were successful. Binga was
released into the custody of Father Eckert of St. Anselm’s
Church, who gave the 73-year-old former entrepreneur a
$15-a-week job as a church handyman and usher. A bro-
ken man, Binga spent his last years in obscurity and died
with litle public notice on June 13, 1950.

Although over 40 years have passed since Binga’s
death, his career still remains controversial, spurred by the
bittemess of families whose finances were swept away with
the collapse of the bank and by the criticism of business-
men who felt that the collapse was due to inexcusable
financial manipulation and dishonest practices. Many
others, however, believe that Binga’s practices were un-
fortunate necessities that were required to succeed against
the crushing competition and prejudices of the white busi-
ness community. Despite these conflicting views, there is
no question that his achievements formed the comerstone
of what was once Chicago’s thriving, self-supporting Black
Metropolis.
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Oscar S. DePriest
(1871-1951)

Oscar Stanton DePriest was bom in 1871 in Flor-
ence, Alabama. He came to Chicago in 1889, where he
subsequently established a construction and painting busi-
ness. From the time of his arival, DePriest was deeply
interested in the city’s political structure; his involvement

resulted in his election to the Cook County Board in 1904.

As the city’s African-American population boomed
during the first decade of the century, a movement grew
to establish the community’s representation in municipal
govemment. DePriest formed careful alliances with the
white Republican political bosses who controlled the Black
Metropolis wards, thereby broadening his political support.

His aspirations for African-American representation
in the City Council were realized in 1915, when he
defeated three African-American and five white candidates
in the Republican primary for Secorid Ward alderman. It
was the combined support of the community and the white
Republican party bosses that enabled him to be the first
Alrican-American elected to the Chicago City Council.

Upon being elected, DePriest declared his inten-
tion to establish a new political organization for Black
Metropolis, one based on support from within the African-
American community. Two years later, in 1917, the Peo-
ples Movement Club was inaugurated and moved into the
Unity Hall building at 3140 S. Indiana Ave.

DePriest took an active role in attending to the
needs of his constituents. One of his most controversial
acts was introducing an ordinance in 1916 to revoke the
business license of any establishment that discriminated on
the basis of race. The ordinance met with vigorous
opposition and was dropped from further consideration.

Due to the aftermath of an unsuccessful attempt
by some of DePriest’s political opponents to disgrace him
by bringing bribery charges against him (of which he was
fully acquitted), DePriest did not seek reelection to his
aldermanic post in 1917,

His political influence, however, remained strong.
His Peoples Movement Club was one of the most well-
organized political groups in the area for years to come.
In 1924, DePriest became the Republican Third Ward
Committeeman. In 1928, he became the first African-
American from the North to be elected to the U. S. House
of Representatives, where he served for three consecutive
terms. He died in 1951. His home at 4536 S. King Dr. is
listed on the National Register of Historic Places.

Oscar DePrlest
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Frank Gillesple

Frank L. Gillespie
(1876-1925)

Gillespie’s background gives little indication of his
future success in the insurance business. Bom in Osceola,
Arkansas, in 1876, he attended the Boston Conservatory
of Music, where he showed promise as a violinist. He
came to Chicago around the tum of the century.

He initially worked for a telephone manufacturing
company, before becoming an agent for Oscar DePriest’s
real estate firn. He later became an agent at the Royal
Life Insurance Company of lllinois, a white-owned firm that
dealt in industrial group policies for African-Americans.

Most large insurance companies of the time
refused to offer policies to African-Americans, considering
them a bad risk because of their higher mortality statistics.
Royal Life was the first insurance company in Chicago to
hire African-Americans as executives, and its South Side
district office was completely staffed by African-Americans.

Although Gillespie quickly advanced within Royal
Life, reaching the position of district superintendent, he
dreamed of starting a company of his own. He spent years
organizing many of the most influential citizens of Black
Metropolis to back an independent African American-
owned and operated life insurance company. For addi-
tional financial backing, Gillespie actively solicited the
African-American community to invest in Liberty Life stock,
taking out large advertisements in the Chicago Defender
and other publications of the period. As one ad
proclaimed:

if we ever expect to get anywhere os a race of people we
must first leamn fo stick together....The day of Negro

enterprises of every kind has arrived.

Finally, in 1919, the Liberty Life Insurance
Company was incorporated. Gillespie remained its
president until his death in 1925, by which time Liberty Life
had attracted more than 3,000 stockholders, $5 million in
policies, and 700 agents and employees. It was one of
the few African-American insurance companies to survive
the Great Depression, later evolving into the Supreme Life
Insurance Company.
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Joseph J. Jordan
(1882-1971)

Joseph J. Jordan was instrumental in the develop-
ment of Black Metropolis, using the money he acquired
from his song writing and music publishing interests to
finance the Jordan Building (built 1917; demolished
1985) and several other ventures in Chicago real estate.

Bom in Cincinnati in 1882, Jordan showed great
musical ability at an early age, with proficiency on the
violin, piano, and drums. While in his teens, Jordan
moved fo St. Louis where he met such notable ragfime
composers as Scott Joplin, Lovis Chauvin, and Charles
Hunter. It was there that Jordan became a ragtime com-
poser and songwriter and where he collaborated on the
writing and promotion of several stage shows.

As a side enterprise to his job as music director at
Mott’s Pekin Theater (2700 S. State St.), Jordan organized
the Pekin Publishing Company, which provided music
publishing and copyright protection for Chicago’s vast
African-American musical falent. Among the works it pub- .
lished were several of Jordan’s own compositions, indud-
ing "Pekin Rag® (1904), *J.J.J. Rag® (1905), *Oh Liza Lady"
(1908), and "Dixie Land" (1908).

The importance of copyright protection was espe-
cially important due to the frequency of music theft by
white jazz bands who were "inspired" by visits to the Afri-
can-American jazz clubs. Jordan established a strong pre-
cedent against this practice in 1917 when he successfully
brought suit against the white Original Dixieland Jazz
Band. The band had appropriated his copyrighted 1909

SO

- Joseph Jordan, one of the most
- notable music composers--and early
developers—of Black Metropoils.
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work, "That Teasin’ Rag" as a part of its “Dixie Jazz Band
One-Step,” a recording that is frequently attributed to be
the first popular jazz record.

Jordan’s greatest financial success came with his
composition of the hit song "Lovie Joe." Fannie Brice intro-
duced it in her first featured billing in the 1910 Ziegfeld
Follies. Jordan had further success in the production of
and collaboration on several hit stage shows, including
*Red Moon," a production that made significant advances
in freeing African-American shows from the degradation of
accepted minstrel traditions.

After leaving Chicago in 1918 following a series
of triumphs in music as well as real estate speculation,
Jordan continued his diverse ventures. He is reported to
have made, lost, and regained at least four separate for-
tunes. Among his post-Chicago activities were the 1919
assistant directorship of Will Marion Cook’s New York
Syncopated Orchestra, and his work during the 1930s as
conductor for the Negro Unit Orchestra of the Federal
Theater Project, where he conducted for Orson Welles’
production of "Macbeth."

Jordan later moved to Tacoma, Washington,
where he was in the real-estate business as late as the

1960s. He died in 1971.

Anthony Overton
(1865-1947)

Anthony Overton was bom into slavery in 1865,
at Monroe, Lovisiana. He was educated at Washbum
College and at the University of Kansas, where he
received a law degree in 1888. He later served as a
municipal court judge in Kansas.

After a brief venture as a store proprietor in Okla-
homa, Overton moved to Kansas City where, in 1898, he
established the Overton Hygienic Company. In need of a
larger market for his products, Overton moved the compa-
ny to Chicago in 1922. There he set up his home and
factory in a former apartment building at 5200 South
Wabash Ave.

Through comprehensive advertising programs and
home agent solicitation, the firm rapidly became one of
the nation’s foremost producers of African-American cos-
metics, with sales distribution extending as far as Egypt,
liberia, and Japan. Overton Hygienic products were
marked by quality and high ethical standards, as
evidenced by Overton’s steadfast refusal to manufacture
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degrading products such as skin bleaches which were
advertised then in much of the African-American press.

Building on public confidence in the Overton
Hygienic Company, Overton launched The Half Century
Magaozine in 1916. The magazine included African-Ameri-
can fiction, news reports, homemaking features, and es-
says on the problems of succeeding in business. Overton
phased out the magatzine in 1926 when he established a
newspaper, the Chicago Bee, to take on the Chicago
Defender. Similarly, Overton broke into the fledgling Afri-
can-American insurance market through his establishment
of the Victory Life Insurance Company.

However, one of Overton’s proudest achieve-
ments was the establishment of the Douglass National
Bank in 1922. Prior to that, the banks in Black Metropolis
had been either white-owned or small, privately-owned
ventures which, although financed by African-Americans,
lacked the safeguards of a state or national charter.

In the January, 1919 issue of The Half Century
Magazine, Overton expressed the need for a African-
American-owned bank under the protection of state or na-
tional supervision:

The most deplorable condition of all is that many of
our pecple...have large funds on deposit in white
banks in which not only the said banking institutions
would refuse to give any of our people employment
or make them loans, but what is worse, these same
Negro funds are loaned o white business institu-
tions, that likewise would not give employment to
any of our race...The Negro’s money is used to
close the door of opportunity in his own face.

Two years later, Jesse Binga reorganized his
privately-owned bank to operate under state charter. The
following year, Overton established the Douglass National
Bank. Both operated successfully in healthy competition
until they were destroyed by the Great Depression in the
early 1930s.

Overton'’s interests prospered throughout the
1920s, and he was honored with two awards for his ad-
vancement of African-American business: the Springam
Medal in 1927 and the Harmon Business Award in 1928.
He retained control of the Overton Hygienic Company
until his death in 1946.

The importance of Overton’s career was noted in
an obituary in the July, 1947 Joumal of Negro History:
*He will long be remembered among the first of those
Negro business men who endeavored to lead the way
onward for the quarter of a million Negroes in Chicago.”

s g : ‘-:

Anthony Overton
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Chapter Four:
Criteria for

Designation

Designation of the Black Metropolis-Bronzeville District
is recommended because it meets three of the criteria
for tandmark designation set forth in Section 2-120-
620 of the Chicago Municipal Code.

CRITERION 1

Its value as an example of the architectural, cultural,
economic, social, or other historical aspect of the
heritage of Chicago, lllinois, or the United States.

The buildings comprising the Biack Metropolis-
Bronzeville District are the most representative and
tangible elements of an important era in African-
American history in Chicago. Beginning around 1910,
African-Americans began to finance and build
commercial and institutional structures in the area
centered at State and 35th streets.

These undertakings were a reaction to the
pattern of segregation that discouraged the city's
growing African-American community from doing busi-
ness with white-owned companies. As a result, a "city-
within-a-city” was created that operated in this area
from 1910 to 1925. Nicknamed "the Metropolis™ and
highlighted in the definitive study, Black Metropolis,
the area was the center of the city's African-American
social, economic, and cultural life.

Within the area were: the Binga Bank (since
demolished), the first bank owned and operated by
African-Americans; the Supreme Life Insurance
Building, the first African American-owned insurance
company in the North; the Eighth Regiment Armory,
the first such building to be constructed for an African-
American military unit; and many other important
institutions. The district, in clubs such as the Sunset
Cafe, also drew the most important figures in jazz.

Unfortunately, the area's prosperity halted in
the 1930s with the Great Depression. The area
declined through the 1950s when urban renewal
efforts accelerated the abandonment. Despite the loss
of a number of buildings housing important




businesses, the remaining structures convey the vital
link with the city's early African-American history.

CRITERION 3

Its identification with a person or persons who signif-
icantly contributed to the architectural, cultural,
economic, historic, social or other aspect of the devel-
opment of Chicago, lllinois, or the United States.

The Black Metropolis-Bronzeville District is
associated with many prominent African Americans,
including banker Jesse Binga, entrepreneur Anthony
Overton, newspaper publisher Robert S. Abbott
{Chicago Defender), and Frank L. Gillespie, founder of
the first African American-owned insurance company
in the North (Liberty Life/Supreme Life}. Musicians King
Otiver, Louis Armstrong, Jelly Roll Morton, Earl "Fatha"
Hines, all of whom are internationally recognized, lived
and performed in Black Metropolis-Bronzeville.

Oscar DePriest, who was the city's first
African-American alderman and later the first northern
black elected to the U.S. House of Representatives, |,
lived in the community and established a political orga-
nization representing African-American interests.

CRITERION 6

Its representation of an architectural, cultural, eco-
nomic, historic, social, or other theme expressed
through distinctive areas, districts, places, buildings,
structures, works of art, or other objects that may or
may not be contiguous.

The buildings comprising the Black Metropolis-
Bronzeville District were built during the late-19th
and early-20th century, the area's heyday. As such,
they reflect a unity of age and common development.

All of the district's buildings, though not
adjacent to each other, are within a short distance of -
one another. Unfortunately, the depressed economy of
the 1930s and the vast amount of land clearance in
the 1950s and 1960s halted further development and
brought about the demolition of many of the buildings
that gave the area its distinct character. Nonetheless,
the remaining buildings are linked thematicaily by their
integral role in the development of "the Metropolis.”

SIGNIFICANT FEATURES

All exteriors and rooflines of the buildings as well as
the monument and its setting.
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List of
Significant Sites

The following sites are not included in the proposed
Black Metropolis-Bronzeville District. However, each of
the sites described did play an important role in the
history of the Black Metropolis and Bronzeville
community. As a result, they are included in this
Appendix, even though the buildings that gave them
their importance are no longer standing.

Site of the
Jordan Building
3529-49 S. State St.

The Jordan Building, the first major commercial
structure built in “Black Metropolis,” formerly stood at
the corner of State and 36th. Built in 1916-17, it was
demolished in 1985 after it collapsed, weakened by
years of being vacant and finished off by brick thieves.

Referred to in The Half Century Magazine as
"the largest commercial building yet erected by
Colored men,” the scale of the Jordan Building
overshadowed all existing properties in the area, most
of which had been built over the previous two
decades. It had room for five ground-floor shops and
eight five-room apartments on the upper two stories.

It had a bold presence on the State Street busi-
ness district with its finely detailed facades of buff-
colored, wire-cut brick and white terra-cotta trim.
Designed by J.N. Coleman, whose practice consisted
largely of South Side commercial structures, the
Jordan Building was notable for its unique composition
and detailing which were undoubtedly influenced by
the work of noted architect Louis H. Sullivan.

This building also set the important precedent
of new construction which had a direct influence

The Jordan Bullding was demolished
in 19885, after it collapsed following
years of brick thefts from a
loadbearing rear wall.
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The Jordan Bullding was notable
for its Sullivanesque-style detall.
Above, the bullding in 1984, a
year before its demolition.

on the growth of Black Metropolis during the decade
following its construction. Jordan retained ownership of the
building until 1918, when he sold it at a profit before
moving to New York City.

One of the prominent tenants of the building was
the real estate firm of Anderson & Temell, whose Pyramid
Building and Loan Association was the first African-
American company of its kind in Chicago. Anderson &
Terrell also was involved in the construction of the Jordan
Building.

For a number of years in the early 1980s, only
three of the Jordan Building’s ground-floor stores were
occupied, and the balance of the building stood vacant
until it was demolished in 1985.
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Site of the

Binga Bank

and the Bates Apartments
3633 and 3637-39 S. State St.

Site of the

Second Binga Bank

and the Binga Arcade
3452 and 3458 S. State St.

The establishment of the Black Metropolis business
district was due in large part to the efforts of African-
American entrepreneur, Jesse Binga (1865-1947; see
page 30). Although Binga’s business ventures were
housed in several locations during his almost three
decades of business activity, his most significant achieve-
ments occurred at two prominent comers along State
Street.

By the early part of the twentieth century, Binga’s
shoestring real estate business had developed into one of
the community’s major enterprises. In 1905, he purchased
the prestigious Bates Apartment Building ot 3637-39 S.
State St., a previously white-owned and occupied, seven-
story structure that had been built in 1894. He moved his
real estate offices into the building and began plans to
establish a bank.

Until that time, African-Americans were largely ex-
cluded from banking opportunities, due to the indifference
of the white banks and the lack of African-American finan-
cial institutions. Not only were African-Americans denied
the opportunity to establish personal savings accounts, but
more importantly, they were precluded access to the busi-
ness loans, mortgages, and credit that were crucial to
economic development.

Using the money from his real estate profits, Binga
established a private bank in 1908. He convinced the
owner of the prominent--but empty--comer lot next to his
building to construct a three-story building containing a
ground-floor bank facility under a long-term lease
arrangement. (He eventually purchased the building.) The
new bank proved to be a financial success, becoming an
anchor for the State Street business district and providing
capital for additional development in Black Metropolis
during the following two decades.

Banker & Broker

Ueneral Banking. Safe Depoxit
Vault $3 and Upward. 3% Paid
on Depesit Saving Accounts,
Mortgage Loans, Real Estate,
Renting. Phone Doug. 1568

3633 STATE STRERT

A 1909 Chicago Defender

advertisement for Jesse Binga's
original bank. The bullding was
demolished c.1975.
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The Binga Arcade Bullding (left) and
the Second Binga Bank (right) were
located at the northwest corner of
State and 35th streets. They were
later demolished for the expansion
of the llinols Institute of

Technology campus,

In 1921, when it was incorporated as the Binga
State Bank, the institution held $300,000 in deposits.
Three years later, the total was $1.15 million. The phe-
nomenal growth of the bank forced the construction of a
new and larger bank which opened in 1924 ot 3452 S.
State Street. Binga retained the bank’s former location for
his real estate brokerage office.

Binga took great pride in the 35th and State busi-
ness district, the growth of which he had watched from its
inception at the tum of the century. He was outspoken re-
garding the attempts to undermine it by the largely white-
owned properties along 47th Street, stating in a 1928
Chicago Defender interview:

Most people don‘t realize it, but practically all cur
business institutions ond our most substontial
invesiments are located on or near 35th Street. Not
less than $3,000,000 is invested by our pecple in
commercial properly in the area five blocks north
and five blocks south of 35th Street between State
ond Cottage Grove. There is the Defender plant,
Liberty Life insurance Company, the YMCA, Pythion
Temple, our largest underfaking estoblishments, the
Overton interests, our most important hospitals,
clubs and the bulk of our residential real esiate
investments.

In defiance, Binga began construction of an ambi-
tious five-story building adjoining his new bank building ot
the northwest comer of State and 35th streets. Known as
the Binga Arcade, the building was the costliest commer-
cial property to be built in Black Metropolis. I incorpo-
rated two floors of shops, two floors of offices, and a
large fifth-floor assembly hall. The Binga Arcade opened
in 1929. A year later, however, the bank went out of
business, due largely to the effects of the Depression.

Unfortunately, most of these tangible references to
Binga’s Chicago have been almost completely lost. The
Bates Apartment Building (3637-39 S. State St.) was
demolished in 1938, and the adjoining Binga Bank Build-
ing was demolished during the 1970s. An undistinguished
new building was built on the site ¢.1990. His second
bank and the Binga Arcade (3452 and 3458 S. State St.)
were demolished in the 1960s; their sites are now
occupied by the campus of the lllinois Institute of
Technology.

46



Site of the
National Pythian Temple
3735-45 S. State St.

Promoted in the 1920s as the "largest structure in
the world owned, constructed, and financed by Negroes,"
the National Pythian Temple was the skyscraper of Black
Metropolis. Eight stories in height, covering nearly a
quarter of a city block, and with a finely detailed exterior
of brick and tera cotta, the building remained a
prominent landmark of the community until its demolition
in 1980.

Erected under the auspices of the Knights of
Pythias fratemal organization, the building was planned to
incorporate stores, rental offices, and lodge facilities within
a single structure. Intended by its promoters to be a model
project of African-American achievement, a concerted
effort was made to ensure participation of African
Americans in all aspects of its development and
construction.

Financing was amranged through the African-
American members of the national K of P lodge. An
African American-owned construction company from the
South was brought in to construct the building from plans
by Walter T. Bailey, Chicago’s first African-American,
registered architect.

Bailey’s design for the building was extremely
picturesque, with an exterior of yellow brick that was
enlivened by omamental terra cotta detailed in Egyptian-
inspired motifs. The building’s exterior and portions of the
lower floors of the interior were completed between 1924
and 1928, although financial constraints necessitated
leaving much of the interiors of the upper stories
incomplete.

Among the tenants of the building was its
architect, Walter T. Bailey, who relocated his offices here
from the nearby Overton Hygienic Building. The interiors
were completed in 1944, when the building was
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remodeled to accommodate over 100 apartment units. == ' W

The building was abandoned in the 1970s, and
demolished in 1980.

The original architect's rendering of
the National Pythlan Temple.
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Above: The intersection of State and 35th streets, looking east, ¢.1953. By the
1920s, this intersection had become the hub of the “Metropolis™ commercial district.
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1920s for two of the buildings in the proposed Black Metropolis-Bronzeville District.
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